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The two philosophies converge, in our view, on a distinctive synthesis of what we term a "dualistic/learning model"-in which souls travel through time on a divinely orchestrated educational journey aimed at achieving union with Godand a "nondualistic/awakening model"-in which minds awaken from the illusion of separate existence into the reality of undifferentiated oneness. We found in the Course a consistently greater emphasis on the nondualistic/awakening model, yet both NDEs and the Course share a central focus on unconditional love. If future researchers conduct more systematic analyses of the philosophy (or philosophies) expressed in NDEs and confirm our findings of predominant commonalities between the philosophies expressed in NDEs and the Course, we suggest that the commonalities cannot be explained as a product of cultural indoctrination.
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In this article, our purpose is to compare the philosophy that many near-death experiences (NDEs) seem to imply with the philosophy conveyed through the teachings of the spiritual text A Course in Miracles ("the Course" or "ACIM"; Foundation for Inner Peace, 2007) . As long-time Course teachers who also share an interest in NDEs, our observation is that despite some notable differences, which we document below, there are a number of parallels between these two sets of information. These parallels are especially interesting given the fact that NDEs and A Course in Miracles are essentially independent of each other: The Course was completed in 1972, before NDEs came to public attention in Raymond Moody's (1975) Life After Life, and since then the Course has not been a significant cultural influence. Thus, it seems unlikely that reports of NDEs influenced the Course or vice versa.
In our view, this similarity carries possible implications for both the Course and NDEs. At the very least, it raises the question of where the similarity comes from. How could A Course in Miracles and many NDEs independently agree on so much about God, humans' true identities, the spiritual realm, and the purpose of life on earth, especially when these agreements fall outside of prevailing Western cultural expectations?
What Is A Course in Miracles?
A Course in Miracles is a contemporary spiritual path in the form of a book. Structured like an academic course, it consists of three volumes bound together: the Text, which presents the theory; the Workbook, which consists of a year of daily exercises that train students in applying the theory; and the Manual for Teachers, which is designed to assist teachers of this course.
The Course was "scribed" from 1965 to 1972 through a process of "inner dictation"-of a voice that claimed to be Jesus-by Helen Schucman (1909 Schucman ( -1981 with the assistance of William Thetford , both of whom were psychologists at the Columbia-Presbyterian Medical Center in New York City. (For more on the Course's scribing, see Vahle, 2009; Wapnick, 1999; and Skutch, 2004 ,) The book was originally published in 1975, the same year as Moody's seminal work on NDEs, Life After Life.
Since its publication, the Course has sold over a million copies. It is generally studied either by students alone or in the context of loosely organized study groups, often with the aid of books written about it. Yet although the Course has experienced brief periods of relative popularity, such as the period following the 1992 publication of Marianne Williamson's bestselling Course-based book A Return to Love, it remains a small phenomenon with little influence on the general public beyond the New Age movement and alternative spiritual circles.
Links between NDEs and A Course in Miracles
As interpreters and teachers of A Course in Miracles, we often hear that a particular book or teaching is "just like" the Course. Historically, however, we have been naysayers, pointing out that the similarities are not nearly as great as people seem to think. The similarities, in our view, are often based on popular interpretations of the Course, whereas our own approach has been to set aside conventional wisdom about the Course and try to uncover, through careful study and analysis, what it is really teaching.
However, when we began looking into NDEs, our experience was surprisingly different. Again and again, we found in NDEs specific ideas and overall orientations that we had discovered in the Course and had put forward as corrections of conventional wisdom about the Course. As a result, in our teaching, although we still downplay the parallels between the Course and other teachings, we frequently reference NDEs as dramatic illustrations of particular Course concepts.
To compare the philosophy of A Course in Miracles and NDEs obviously requires an understanding of each one by itself. With the Course, exploring and communicating its philosophy has been our life's work, so we feel on firm ground there. With NDEs, however, it is not so simple. Not only are we newer to this topic, but it is inherently more difficult to get one's arms around. To date there has been no systematic study of the philosophy of NDEs, and therefore it has not been established that there is a unified philosophy expressed in them. The features that parallel A Course in Miracles are so prevalent that they seem to us to be part of a kind of "mainstream" of NDEs, but for the time being that possibility will have to remain a subjective impression that awaits verification.
Previous Discussions of NDEs and A Course in Miracles
In Ring's view, then, just as fear of ego dissolution can cause an NDE to "invert" and become distressing, so letting go allows the experience to "convert" back into the much more frequently reported pleasurable NDE. Whether or not Ring's view explains distressing NDEs, it is a logical extension of what the Course teaches. Indeed, in the Course there is a reference to a very similar fear reaction when approaching "the light" in meditation:
While you practice in this way, you leave behind everything that you now believe, and all the thoughts that you have made up. Properly speaking, this is the release from hell. Yet perceived through the ego's eyes, it is loss of identity and a descent into hell.
If you can stand aside from the ego by ever so little, you will have no difficulty in recognizing that its opposition and its fears are meaningless (Foundation for Inner Peace, 2007, Workbook, p. 69). Here, then, is an explanation for resistance to meditation that is very similar to Ring's explanation for frightening NDEs: The ego fears the light because the light threatens it with extinction. To the ego, then, the ascent into light is a descent into hell. But if one can let go of the ego and its resistance, which are nothing but meaningless illusions, the experience will convert into the joyful one that is its natural form.
In contrast to Ring's thesis, the late Kenneth Wapnick, a prominent Course interpreter, emphasized what he considered a theological incompatibility between the Course and NDEs (Wapnick & Wapnick, 1995) . In view of the Course's teaching that the body is not real, Wapnick claimed that it makes no sense to speak of leaving the body and then, once out of the body, finding a peace that was not available in the body. Both leaving the body and finding a peace inaccessible while in the body, he said, would mean that the body is real. "How can one leave one's body, travel through a tunnel, and greet a great light, if one were never in the body in the first place?" (Wapnick & Wapnick, 1995, p. 40) . Therefore, though these experiences may be helpful, they are better understood as being subjectively "projected from the mind onto the body and its world of life, death and near death" (Wapnick & Wapnick, 1995, p. 41) . Seeing NDEs as real and as something to seek would compromise the goals of the Course:
Holding up near-death experiences to be idealized and sought for (as was depicted in the popular movie Flatliners) actually serves well the ego's fundamental strategy of first making the body real, and then turning it into a repulsive thing. This sets up a situation in which people would wish to be free of its prison of darkness, yearning to escape into the non-corporeal light. And all the while, the ego's thought system of separation, guilt, and specialness nestles comfortably in the mind, protected by the belief that there is indeed a body that is real, and one that truly exists in the physical world. (Wapnick & Wapnick, 1995, pp. 41-42) Although we acknowledge that the Course teaches that the body is unreal, we do not think this teaching means that taking NDEs more or less at face value is somehow at odds with the Course. Wapnick's interpretation here is an application of his larger interpretive approach, which we believe is highly problematic. This approach holds up the concept of "nonduality"-that only pure, undifferentiated spirit is real-as a kind of measuring stick for what the Course really teaches. As a result, a number of key elements within the Course itself that appear incompatible with this nonduality are automatically reinterpreted as "metaphors" that are designed to veil the truth from minds that would be threatened by it (Perry, Mackie, & Watson, 2004, pp. 55-89) . Our interpretive approach, in contrast, rests on the many statements in the Course itself that emphasize that its language is designed to be clear and unambiguous, that "this is a very practical course, and one that means exactly what it says" (Foundation for Inner Peace, 2007, Text, p. 159) , and that it values a minimum of symbolism because "symbolic" means "open to many different interpretations" (A Course in Miracles urtext, 2003, Text, p. 124) , which is the opposite of clear.
As a result, in our view Wapnick's approach ends up labeling as antithetical to the Course ideas that are actually an important part of it and that are presented by it as straightforward teachings. We think something similar happened with Wapnick's treatment of NDEs. Just as his measuring stick of strict nonduality labeled authentic parts of the Course as incompatible with the Course, so that same measuring stick labeled NDEs as incompatible with the Course, whereas to us they instead seem to be surprisingly compatible with it.
We see this compatibility in a passage about death from a supplement to the Course that Helen Schucman scribed in 1977 (Foundation for Inner Peace, 2007, Song of Prayer), which approvingly mentions the very things that Wapnick objected to: leaving the body and finding peace in a realm outside the body. Speaking of how death is experienced by a truly healed mind, this passage speaks of the body as being "discarded as a choice, as one lays by a garment now outworn" (Foundation for Inner Peace, 2007, Song of Prayer, p. 17) . It then goes on to say, We thank the body, then, for all the service it has given us. But we are thankful, too, the need is done to walk the world of limits, and to reach the Christ in hidden forms and clearly seen at most in lovely flashes. Now we can behold Him without blinders, in the light that we have learned to look upon again.
We call it death, but it is liberty. . . . Now we go in peace to freer air and gentler climate, where it is not hard to see the gifts we gave were saved for us. For Christ is clearer now; His vision more sustained in us; His Voice, the Word of God, more certainly our own. (Foundation for Inner Peace, 2007, Song of Prayer, pp. 17-18) Here, then, we have found in the Course material itself the very elements that Wapnick objected to in NDEs: leaving the body and go-ing "in peace to freer air and gentler climate." Further, the references to the body as a "garment" that can be discarded, to seeing the light "without blinders," and to seeing clearly that "the gifts we gave [others] were saved for us" seem quite reminiscent of specific elements of the classic NDE (Zingrone & Alvarado, 2009, pp. 18-21 recounting the experience, she said, "I was finding the whole situation increasingly disgusting, and closed my eyes to shut it out, feeling sick to my stomach" (Wapnick, 1999, p. 47 I saw the light an instant longer, during which I loved everyone on the train with that same incredible intensity. Everyone there was unbelievably beautiful and incredibly dear. Then the light faded and the old picture of dirt and ugliness returned. (Wapnick, 1999, pp. 47-48) Afterward, Helen described the experience to her husband, who dismissed it as inconsequential and suggested that she forget about it. This she did, and for years did not think about it at all. Years later, she began to scribe the Course, a task that she regarded as her life's purpose, an assignment given to her by God.
This experience, of course, was not an NDE, because Helen was not near death. However, as the following points illustrate, her experience shares many parallels with what NDErs have experienced (Zingrone & Alvarado, 2009, pp. 18-21 ):
• Helen mentally exited an unpleasant earthly situation and then experienced a higher realm that she found ineffable, that is, impossible to adequately describe.
• In this realm, she approached a light that she understood to be God.
• This light, though not a human form, was personal and had elements of a human form.
• She drew closer and closer to this light, was embraced by it, and then fully united with it.
• Though she had no conscious memory of such an experience happening before, the experience felt strangely familiar to her.
• Indescribably intense and powerful love streamed from the light to her.
• She experienced a great intensity of emotion.
• Afterward, she briefly saw others through the eyes of this love she had received from God. • When she later described the experience to someone close to her, he dismissed it, and as a result, she put it out of her mind for years.
• Eventually, though, it resurfaced in the form of a spiritual function (scribing ACIM), a function that she felt was a life purpose given her by God.
The similarities between the features of Helen's experience and those of many NDE accounts are so great that if Helen's experience had been accompanied by a medical crisis, it would very likely be classified as an NDE. Here, for instance, is Cynthia Prueitt's NDE account, which is similar in its specific contents:
The next thing I remember was being introduced into a room that was completely and brilliantly white. There was a man sitting on a chair that resembled a chair-type throne.
Seeing this man with a beard sitting there, I ran up to him and climbed on his knee. He gathered me in his arms and . . . He just began to comfort me. He gave me such a warm, warm feeling of love and . . . I've never felt anything like it. It was warm, it was love, it was joy-I didn't want it to end. It was the most thrilling feeling I had ever experienced, before or since. (Lundahl & Widdison, 1997, p. 124) Helen's subway experience appeared to be a significant precursor of the Course. Indeed, she states in her autobiography that "[s]everal times" in the weeks right before the Course began coming through her in the fall of 1965, "I felt something like the subway experience of years before, although with much less intensity" (Schucman, 2009, p. 39) . On an inner level, then, Helen's subway experience and the Course itself seem closely related. Given the likeness of her subway experience to NDEs, the relationship between her subway experience and the Course suggests a close connection between NDEs and the Course. Thus, even though a case cannot be made for NDEs and the Course influencing each other via culture, there may be a kind of NDE influence within A Course in Miracles itself. Interestingly, there is also the possibility of a kind of Course influence within NDEs, as NDErs on occasion report receiving communication and even teaching from Jesus, the ostensible author of the Course.
NDErs Make the Link
It is not just researchers like Kenneth Ring and Course teachers like ourselves who have seen a connection between NDEs and A Course in Miracles. NDErs themselves sometimes have made that link. Now that I (Perry) regularly mention NDEs in my Course teaching, when I speak publicly on the Course NDErs in the audience will often speak up, and they clearly see an overlap between their experiences and the Course. However, rather than quote from a wide array of NDErs, we have selected just a few quotes from individuals who have some visibility in the NDE community.
In 1952 Jayne Smith had an NDE during childbirth. In the 60 years since, she has shared her NDE widely, including on The Oprah Winfrey Show and Charlie Rose television programs. She has served on the Board of IANDS and has been a keynote speaker at its annual conference. She currently speaks at Beebe Medical Center in Lewes, Delaware to nurses' meetings, patient support groups, and the general public. Here is her account of the connection between her NDE and the Course:
Back in 1952 when I had my NDE, I was given what to me were incredible bits and pieces of knowledge. I knew beyond all doubt that everything being given to me was total truth even though I'd never before been exposed to these ideas. You can imagine my excitement and my joy when in 1979 I discovered A Course in Miracles! These magnificent Truths which had changed my worldview completely some 27 years before were in the pages of these three books which comprised A Course in Miracles. I especially remember passages like "I am not a body. I am free" and "Teach only love for that is what you are" and, of course, dozens and dozens of references to our sinlessness, our oneness with God and our purpose in life being all about love. In fact it's all about love. Everything! Love is the ground of our being, the absolute bottom line of all there is, and there are passages in ACIM that made my heart practically scream "Yes, yes, yes, yes, I know this. I was told this in my NDE." My NDE has always been my North Soul (1995) and The Natural Soul (2010). Here is her account:
My life review showed me my ego and how to get out of its pain. This Energy (God) that was holding me let me see through Its Eyes and Its Heart, so that I understood that my ego wasn't me. There was no attempt to denigrate it, but to show over and over that it isn't real. I understood that the only part of me that is real and will exist long after I die-in fact it is eternal-is my Soul (the part of me that is pure Spirit).
Then when my husband Charlie and I studied the Course together, and when we taught it, to me it was a continuation of what I had learned in my life review. Both NDEs and the Course are what I call "ego busters." Indeed, the Course has the most sophisticated description of the ego and how to get out of its inherent pain. The Course also had the same perspective as my NDE on what is real and eternal in me. Both, I believe, are leading us to the place where we eventually wake up to the realization that at our core we are unconditional love.
Unconditional love is what I experienced in my NDE and what the Course has helped me to fine tune, through taking off my rough edges, so I can continue to grow and be THAT.
One last point: When I came back from my NDEs, I knew that I had been with the most amazing Intelligence ever!!! It was a Wisdom that was far beyond ordinary human capability. And when I read the Course, I feel the same astronomically brilliant Entity-call It whatever you want. Both NDEs and ACIM are from a far more intelligent perspective than we humans possess. They are so far beyond anything we humans could ever figure out. This Intelligence is big-bigger than my little mind can comprehend, but my heart grasps It with gratitude. (B. H. Whitfield, personal communication, July 10, 2013) Finally, we know of one case in which the Course was featured within someone's near-death experience itself. In 2008, physician Rajiv Parti was Chief of Anesthesiology at Heart Hospital in Bakersfield, California. During a surgery for a severe infection following an earlier surgery, he left his body. He soon found himself in a hellish region and realized that he was in this environment because he had led a self-centered and materialistic life. However, after he fervently wished that he could live differently, the NDE turned around. He says he was then led by his deceased father through a tunnel, after which he merged with "the Light Being" and was told by It that he would be given life back, but "ONLY to live it differently." He was told he would have to "leave anesthesiology and materialism behind," and become a healer. "The Light Being," he says, "gave me glimpses of my future: writing books, speaking to audiences, helping many people." Directly on the heels of these instructions for his new life, his NDE concluded on an enigmatic note:
As I accepted what the Light Being was showing me, some words seemed to flash in the sky above me. They read "A Course In Miracles." At that time, being born into a Hindu family with my sense of religion and spirituality being dominated by my own Hindu cultural experience, I had no idea what those words meant. [He reiterated this in a talk in Sedona, Arizona, saying, "I remember very vividly I had no idea what they meant."] I have since discovered this to be a spiritual book popularized by Marianne Williamson in which the themes of love and forgiveness are taught with intelligence and love.
Finally, I became aware, with every fiber of my being, that my earthly life was being given back to me so I could help others who were suffering from chronic pain, addiction and depression.
My next memory is of waking up in the recovery room. (Parti, 2014) Given that seeing the words "A Course In Miracles" came directly after the instructions to return to life to teach a healing message, Parti has concluded that the ideas in the Course are meant to be the basis of his ministry (R. Parti, personal communication, October 5, 2013) . And based jointly on his NDE and on the Course, he now sees his message as summarized in these three words: "Forgive, Love, Heal." He has since left his anesthesiology practice and immersed himself in the study of the Course. He has also been busy sharing his NDE, at the 2013 IANDS Conference and with IANDS and other groups around the U.S.
Here is an NDE, then, that contained the familiar theme of the NDEr being told he had a mission to fulfill. In this case, the NDE itself apparently signaled that the philosophical basis for that mission was meant to be A Course in Miracles.
Parallels and Differences Between NDEs and A Course in Miracles
In this section, we examine the relationship between the philosophies implied or directly stated in NDEs and in the Course, under several categorical headings. In each category, we will first provide some representative quotes from both sides. Because we have not found in the professional literature a systematic study of the philosophy revealed in NDEs, we have no way of documenting how representative a given NDE quote might be. All we can say at this point is that the quotes we have selected seem to us to be within the range of what many NDErs say-a conclusion that has been supported by reviewers of this article who are experts in the field of near-death studies (J. Holden, personal communication, October 2, 2014; J. Long, personal communication, October 2, 2014; B. Greyson, personal communication, October 7, 2014) . NDE accounts will be indicated by the name of the experiencer, and Course passages by the word "Course." We will then attempt to capture the parallels we see, in the form of a composite summary, printed in italics. In each such summary, we carefully composed each element to accurately reflect both NDEs and the Course. Space does not permit us to support every detail with quotes, because each sentence in our account of the parallels is based on a number of NDEs and a pattern of Course passages. We hope, however, that the examples we do provide will suggest the overall veracity of our summaries. Finally, where applicable, we will explore noteworthy differences that we see between the two.
The Nature of God Representative Quotes
Peggy:
I clearly and instantly knew the light was not just a Light but was ALIVE! It had a personality and was intelligence beyond comprehension. . . . I knew the light was a being. I also knew that the light being was God and was genderless. . . . I vividly recall the part where the light did what felt like switch on a current of pure, undiluted, concentrated unconditional LOVE. This love I experienced in the light was so powerful it can't be compared to earthly love, even though earthly love is a much milder version. It's like knowing that the very best love you feel on earth is diluted to about one part per million of the real thing. (Ring, 2006, pp. 44 
Parallels
The following parallels are based on the idea that "the Light" that NDErs report can usually be roughly identified as God, even though it may not fit traditional conceptions of God. Following the practice of the Course and many NDErs, we will use the traditional "He" to refer to God, in the understanding that we are merely using a cultural convention to refer to something that the Course (Mackie, 1993) and most NDErs indicate is beyond gender. We could just as easily have used "It," which seems to us to be the most common pronoun used by NDErs. 
Differences
The only possible discrepancy we can see between the Course and NDEs on this point is that the Light that is encountered in most NDEs would, in Course terms, have to be understood as God communicating through the Holy Spirit. This distinction is because the Light often speaks to NDErs about their lives, yet in the Course, God as God exists on a purely formless level, and although He is aware of the essence of the human condition on earth, He is not directly aware of the specifics of our lives. He does speak to people about those specifics but only through the Holy Spirit, an extension of God that the Course calls the "Voice for God" or simply "God's Voice."
This distinction may appear to be a difference with NDEs, yet there are NDEs in which a subtle but important distinction is drawn between the Light and God. For instance, in Pam Reynolds's famous NDE, a spiritual companion told her that "the light is what happens when God breathes" (Broome, 2002) . And Jayne Smith said, "I didn't think the light itself was necessarily God. . . . But I know that that light is a part of God, or a part of what God emits" (Smith, 2008) . Such remarks appear quite consistent with the Course.
True Human Identity Representative Quotes

D. S. Weiler:
It ['the Creator'] saw me as a beautiful, perfect, shining, living being, full of love and peace, filled with joy. I saw myself, but I saw me as it did, a being of golden light and love. I loved being me for the first time I could remember.
I was perfect just as I was. There was nothing I could do that would make me better. I was so loving and beautiful through it's 'eyes.' The self of us is made of love and the love we are shines like a sun there. Me! I was beautiful! It didn't just tell me that, it showed me. I saw me.
I saw the truth of what I was. I was filled with the joy in the knowledge that I was a loving self and I loved the being who showed me the love in my self. (Weiler, 2007) Course: "My Self is holy beyond all the thoughts of holiness of which I now conceive. Its shimmering and perfect purity is far more brilliant than is any light that I have ever looked upon. And the whole time I was in this state, it seemed infinite. It was timeless. I was just an infinite being in perfection. And love and safety and security and knowing that nothing could happen to you and you're home forever. (Ring, 2006, p. 274 The feeling just became more and more and more ecstatic and glorious and perfect. . . . If you took the one thousand best things that ever happened to you in your life and multiplied by a million, maybe you could get close to this feeling. (Ring, 1999) Course: Try to remember when there was a time-perhaps a minute, maybe even less-when nothing came to interrupt your peace; when you were certain you were loved and safe. Then try to picture what it would be like to have that moment be extended to the end of time and to eternity. Then let the sense of quiet that you felt be multiplied a hundred times, and then be multiplied another hundred more.
And now you have a hint, not more than just the faintest intimation of the state your mind will rest in when the truth has come. (Foundation for Inner Peace, 2007, Workbook, p. 192 
Differences
A possible difference between NDE and Course conceptions of the spiritual realm is that in the Course, Heaven is absolutely formless, and anything outside that formlessness is an illusion. Therefore, a nonphysical NDE landscape of beautiful flora and radiant human forms would be a dream-a collective dream that is clearly closer to reality, but still a dream. That, indeed, is how the Course would categorize the afterlife realm that we saw described earlier with the words "freer air and gentler climate." Although many NDErs perceive earthly life to have been a dream (as we will shortly discuss further), it is not clear to us that they identify any nonphysical realm that still contains form as also being a dream. If not, that would be a significant difference.
The Nature of the World
Representative quotes
Peggy:
The light showed me that the world is an illusion. All I remember about this is looking down [at what she took to be the earth] . . . and thinking, "My God, it's not real, it's not real!" It was like all material things were just 'props' for our souls. (Ring, 2006, p. 45 
Differences
Although there are striking parallels between ACIM and NDEs on the subject of the world, it is here that we also see the greatest differences. The Course's main emphasis is on the physical universe as a projection of a primordial insanity, the manifestation of an unnecessary separation from God before time and space appeared. Thus, even though the Course teaches that, once separated minds made the world, the Holy Spirit in some sense remade it ("There is another Maker of the world" [Foundation for Inner Peace, 2007, Text, p. 524] ) so that it became a classroom for learning, the Course is also quite emphatic that God as God did not create the world:
God made it not. Of this you can be sure. What can He know of the ephemeral, the sinful and the guilty, the afraid, the suffering and lonely, and the mind that lives within a body that must die? You but accuse Him of insanity, to think He made a world where such things seem to have reality. He is not mad. Yet only madness makes a world like this. (Foundation for Inner Peace, 2007, Workbook, p. 282) This is a clearly different emphasis than is expressed in NDEs. Many NDEs, for instance, feature "an extraordinary voyage through the universe" (Beverly Brodsky in Ring, 2006, p. 298) , treated as God's glorious creation, in which the details of its workings are revealed to the NDEr. It is impossible to imagine something like that voyage in the Course, which displays no interest in the physical cosmos, physical laws, or physical science. Its interest, in contrast, is in the deeper reaches of the mind, and indeed it does display an interest in psychological science. If there were an analogous voyage in the Course, therefore, one would expect it to be through inner space, one that revealed the levels and dynamics of the mind, something the Course deals with at length. And just as the cosmic emphasis in NDEs is not mirrored in the Course, so the Course's focus on the depth and intricacies of the mind seems largely absent from NDEs. 
A possible difference in this category is that, although both ACIM and NDEs teach that humans choose their circumstances and states of health, their emphasis seems different. The main emphasis in the Course is that humans choose painful events and physical illness for insane reasons. Thus, the Course includes statements such as "Sickness is a defense against the truth" (Foundation for Inner Peace, 2007, Workbook, p. 257) , and "Sickness is anger taken out upon the body" (Foundation for Inner Peace, 2007, Text, p. 603) . The main emphasis in NDEs, however, seems to be that humans choose negative circumstances and states of health in order to learn spiritual lessons from them.
This difference is probably only one of emphasis, however. In some NDEs-Anita Moorjani's being a prominent example-sickness is viewed as a manifestation of negative mental states, which sounds similar to the Course's view that sickness is chosen for insane reasons. For its part, the Course presents a view that sounds similar to the NDE view that negative circumstances are spiritual lessons: it teaches that earthly trials "are but lessons that you failed to learn presented once again" (Foundation for Inner Peace, 2007, Text, p. 666)-lessons that are "presented" by the Holy Spirit but that individuals apparently agreed to. In material not included in the published Course, the author of the Course talked about mental retardation as a lesson "agreed on beforehand," saying, "The lesson involves not only the individual himself, but also his parents, siblings, and all of those who come in close relations with him" (A Course in Miracles urtext, 2003, Text, p. 68) . Thus, even though NDEs and ACIM have a different emphasis, the main emphasis in each one is clearly echoed in the other. 
Discussion
As the preceding material indicates, the similarities between the philosophies expressed in NDEs and in A Course in Miracles are quite striking. There is a long list of shared themes, and these themes come together to produce a coherent whole. Whereas the overlap of the two sets of information is far from complete-the Course especially contains a multitude of ideas that have no analog in NDEs-they clearly converge on themes that are central for both of them. There are differences as well, and in the case of the origin and nature of the world, those differences might well rise to the level of genuine incompatibility, although it is difficult to say. For the most part, however, we can imagine the differences coming down to just different slants on the same realities.
The similarities are all the more significant when one realizes that the overall philosophy that they agree on is quite distinctive. We conceptualize this philosophy as the synthesis of two seemingly incompatible models, which we term the "dualistic/learning model" and the "nondualistic/awakening model."
By using the term "dualistic" here, we do not mean a dualistic ontology of mind and body. Rather, we refer to a dualistic view of reality itself as composed of the physical world and a nonphysical Heaven, with the physical world being treated, at least in practice, as real. This view also includes a dualism of souls and God, so that souls are treated as distinct and/or apart from God. The "dualistic/learning model," then, is one in which souls travel through time and space on an educational journey. Throughout this journey, God's plan is at work behind the scenes, guiding souls, orchestrating their lessons, arranging their encounters, and sending them on missions for the good of the whole. The goal is for these souls to advance in their learning until they reach a state of perfection, at which point they unite with God.
The "nondualistic/awakening" model is quite different. Here, reality consists not of duality but only of oneness. The only thing that is real is a transcendental realm of limitless, undifferentiated spirit. The true identity of human beings is one with and even identical to this limitless oneness. The physical world is only an illusion, a fictionotherwise, reality would be two-and the separate identities that individuals show up as in this world are likewise illusions. Their task, therefore, is not one of literal growth or change, for their nature is changeless. Rather, their task is to awaken from the dream of separate existence to what they "always already" are. In truth, there is no journey, for they are already That.
These two models do not sit easily together, but they are fused in both NDEs and ACIM, so that, in both, learning and growth are really a process of awakening to what human beings already are, and the world in which they do this learning is really just an illusory classroom. What allows for this fusion is an overwhelming focus on unconditional love: a God of love, human beings' nature as love, lessons of love, and a mission of love. Given that love is inherently relational, identifying love as the essence of nondualistic reality-as both the Course and NDEs do-automatically opens the door to the dualistic/learning model with its thoroughly relational character. In both the Course and NDEs, then, unconditional love is the central pole that unites a dualistic/learning model with a nondualistic/awakening model. The Course clearly has a stronger emphasis on the nondualistic/ awakening model than NDEs have, a difference that ties together all the differences we explored above, but this difference in emphasis does not necessarily spell incompatibility. Indeed, the early parts of the Course's dictation-corresponding to the first several chapters in its Text-have a noticeably more dualistic flavor, which slowly changes to a more nondualistic quality as the Course progresses. Yet the Course's author described this difference not as conflict but merely as an "ascent upward in thought" due to an increased willingness on the part of the scribe (Wapnick, 2009, p. 294) .
This love-based fusion of dualism and nondualism is distinctive enough that one has to wonder where it comes from. How did ACIM and NDEs acquire this same distinctive orientation? That is the question these similarities naturally raise.
The answer given by the Course and by NDEs, of course, is that both are actually tapping into the truth, or some approximation or expression of the truth. This, of course, cannot simply be assumed to be the case, yet neither should the prospect be dismissed out of hand. Even the mere possibility that these two sources are revealing the truth about reality and the purpose of life should cause one to sit up, take note, and think carefully.
What are the other possibilities? NDEs and the Course could be tapping into some preprogrammed scenario in the brain. Perhaps the brain comes equipped by evolution with various philosophies that are lying in storage, and NDEs and ACIM happen to trigger this particular philosophy (meaning, the love-based fusion of dualism and nondualism). Or perhaps nonphysical realities actually exist, and if one taps into a particular plane or region, this is the philosophy that happens to come out-of that region, but not of others. Or, in a similar vein, maybe this philosophy exists as a kind of archetype in the collective unconscious, which the Course and NDEs just happen to activate.
One thing that can be said with confidence, however, is that the Course and NDEs are not acquiring this philosophy from collective expectations in the culture. Neither the dualistic/learning model nor the nondualistic/awakening model is a particularly powerful force in our culture, and their synthesis is rarer still. The dominant influences in contemporary culture, both Western and Eastern, are scientific materialism and traditional religion-in the U.S., Christianity in particular. Christianity, of course, does include beliefs in God and a beatific afterlife, yet its principal model could be called an "obedience model." Although a growing number of voices within modern Christianity are proposing a more unconditionally loving model, the obedience model is still prevalent. In this model, the proper response to God is obedience to His laws, whether that obedience is conceived as being on the level of behavior, belief, or both. Obedience is then rewarded (eternally), whereas disobedience is punished (again, eternally) . This obedience model can hold sway even where divine grace is emphasized. As scholar of Christianity Marcus Borg (1994) pointed out, faith in God's grace "became the new requirement," without which "one risked the peril of eternal punishment" (p. 79).
Interestingly, this obedience model does crop up in isolated NDEs: ones that include typical NDE features but set them within a more traditional religious framework. One example is that of Alexa, a devoted Christian who, as her body was failing, prayed, "Oh Jesus, I hope you're everything I've been worshipping all these years!" (Hartung, n.d.). Like Ring's "inverted" NDEs, the form of her NDE was absolutely typical, but not the content. Here, however, the content was not fear but rather Evangelical Christianity. Rather than encountering a God of unconditional love, Alexa approached a God that was too holy to look at ("such was His brightness, that I could not look directly at Him" [Hartung, n.d.] ) and was primarily meant to be worshipped. Her life review was witnessed by both Jesus and Satan, with Satan loudly accusing her and cruelly enjoying her transgressions, in the hopes that she would be given over to him for punishment. She was saved only when a huge voice boomed out, "IS SHE COVERED BY THE BLOOD OF THE LAMB? YES!!!" (Hartung, n.d.) .
The conformity of this NDE to the traditional obedience model is instantly recognizable. Yet just as recognizable is its contrast with the more typical NDE. If all NDEs were like Alexa's, we would naturally be tempted to see their philosophy as an expression of cultural expectation. Yet the majority of NDEs seem to contain a thoroughly different perspective on reality, which again raises the question: Where does their philosophy really come from?
As we said at the beginning, we believe that more systematic work needs to be done in specifying the philosophy (or philosophies) expressed in NDEs. Yet to the extent that the one we have outlined here holds up as reasonably representative of the majority of NDEs, then some important benefits potentially result. For students of A Course in Miracles, NDEs could serve as dramatic illustrations of key teachings in the Course. For the field of near-death studies, parallels with the Course may serve to throw the NDE philosophy into sharp relief, highlighting its distinctiveness. If this distinctiveness turns out to be sufficient to support the idea that this philosophy is not a mere pro-jection of cultural indoctrination, it might add another plank in the case for NDEs. If further investigation shows that to be the case, then NDEs and A Course in Miracles might lend validation to each other, thus together helping to point humanity in the direction of truth.
